Using Philosophy of Perception in Aesthetics by Nanay, Bence






Abstract: Aesthetics is about ways of experiencing the world. But then if we ap-
ply the remarkably elaborate and sophisticated conceptual apparatus of philosophy
of perception to questions in aesthetics, we can make real progress.
Aesthetics is about ways of experiencing the world. But then if we apply the
remarkably elaborate and sophisticated conceptual apparatus of philosophy
of perception to questions in aesthetics, we can make real progress.
I do not for a moment want to suggest that aesthetics is philosophy of
perception. Nor am I trying to conquer, in true imperial manner, aesthetics
or suggest that it ought to be annexed to philosophy of perception. But what
I am trying to do in my work on aesthetics is aesthetics as philosophy of
perception. I am trying to tackle various questions in aesthetics by using the
conceptual repertoire of philosophy of perception. I do not claim that this
is the only way, or even, all things considered, the best way, to do aesthet-
ics; there are clearly others.1 My aim is to convince the reader that it is a
promising way.
Is it a radical or even novel idea to tie aesthetics to the study of per-
ception? Of course not.2 The Greek word ‘aesthemi’ means ‘perception’ and
when Alexander Baumgarten introduced the concept of ‘aesthetics’ in 1750,
what he meant by it was precisely what we would now call philosophy of
perception, or the study of sense perception (scientia cognitionis sensitivae).
My claim is that, regardless of etymology, this connection can still be made
today (although our ‘study of sense perception’ is very different from what
it was in 1750 and, no doubt, the most important questions in aesthetics are
also different).
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I. AESTHETICS VERSUS PHILOSOPHY OF ART
My claim is about aesthetics and not about philosophy of art. And I by
no means want to suggest that it is a promising avenue of research to con-
sider problems in the philosophy of art to be really about philosophy of
perception—it would be difficult to defend this claim. Philosophy of art,
like any philosophy of X, asks a wide variety of questions about X—about
art in this case. Some of these questions are metaphysical, some others epis-
temological, political or ethical. I will try to say as little as possible about
philosophy of art here (although using a philosophy of perception approach).
As it has repeatedly been pointed out, aesthetics and philosophy of art
are very different disciplines. The most important attempts to draw a line
between aesthetics and philosophy of art were fuelled by a certain mistrust
of all things aesthetic. The general line of argument, by George Dickie and
Noël Carroll, among others is that too much attention has been given to ‘the
aesthetic’ in the discussion of art.3 Aesthetic response (or aesthetic experience
or aesthetic appreciation, whatever any of these concepts may mean) is only
one possible response to art. There are others. And we have no reason
to privilege the aesthetic response (again, whatever that means). Thus, they
conclude, when we discuss philosophy of art, we are better off doing so without
any necessary reference to aesthetics.
As I want to talk about aesthetics, following the logic of the Dickie- and
Carroll- style arguments would entail that I may be better off doing so with
no necessary reference to art built in to the very concept of aesthetics. We
should detach aesthetics from art, but do so carefully.4 Questions in aesthetics
are often about art, but they don’t have to be.
A consequence of this is that we should not build in a necessary reference
to art when we talk about aesthetics. But then how should we talk about
aesthetics? What does the word ‘aesthetics’ mean in the title of this paper?
One tempting way to proceed would be to say that aesthetics is about beauty.
Or, to be more generous, one could say that aesthetics is about aesthetic
properties: beauty, gracefulness, balance and the like. And then we can build
all the central concepts of aesthetics on this foundation: aesthetic experience
is the experience of aesthetic properties; aesthetic judgement is the judgement
of aesthetic properties and so on. I am very skeptical of this way to go.
My main reason for not taking aesthetics to be the study of beauty or of
aesthetic properties in general is that many, even most questions in aesthetics
have nothing to do with aesthetic properties. The question about what makes
pictures pictures or how we perceive pictures is as central in contemporary
aesthetics as any, but it is blatantly not about aesthetic properties. There
are various candidates for what makes pictures pictures, but it is extremely
unlikely that the properties pictures have and non-pictures lack are any kind
of aesthetic properties. Further, some instances of picture perception may
attribute aesthetic properties, but not all do (and the vast majority of cases
when we see pictures have nothing to do with aesthetic properties). Aesthetic
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properties seem irrelevant to these questions. But the same goes for dozens
of other central questions in aesthetics: about the nature of narrative, about
the nature of identification with a protagonist in a story, of our emotional
engagement with fiction, and so on. And while there are some genuinely
interesting questions about aesthetic properties, arguably these can also be
raised without relying on this concept. But this still leaves us without a firm
grip on just what aesthetics is.
A simple and pedestrian route for delineating the domain of aesthetics is
to consider it to be the sum total of topics where we use the term ‘aesthetic’.
This would involve (but of course not be limited to) debates about aesthetic
experiences, aesthetic attitude, aesthetic attention, aesthetic judgement, aes-
thetic value, and aesthetic stance. But we should also include those debates
that are discussed in aesthetics journals and books, which are not strictly
speaking (or not necessarily) about art. This would include (but, again, not
be limited to) questions about picture perception and questions about depic-
tion in general (as not all pictures are art), questions about our engagement
with narratives and about narratives in general (not all narratives are art),
about fiction and our engagements with them (not all fictions are art), about
metaphor, creativity, and so on.
So I want to resist the urge to find some kind of essential feature of aes-
thetics: it comprises a diverse set of topics. As Robert Motherwell says, ‘there
is no such thing as the ‘aesthetic’, no more than there is any such thing as
“art”’.5 The general idea behind my approach is that many (not all) of these
topics do happen to have a common denominator and it is that they are
about experiences of various kinds. But they are about very different kinds
of experiences—and what is often singled out as the ‘aesthetic experience’ is
just one of these. Picture perception is an experience, our engagement with
narratives is an experience, identification with a fictional character is an ex-
perience, and aesthetic experience (whatever it may be) is also an experience.
But they are very different.
One advantage of using philosophy of perception to tackle questions in
aesthetics is that we can be more specific about understanding these experi-
ences and also the differences between them. Again, I am not claiming that
all questions in aesthetics are about experiences. But many are. So a natural
place for aestheticians to turn is to the philosophical discipline that is about
experiences: philosophy of perception.
I said that questions in aesthetics are not strictly speaking (or not nec-
essarily) about art; that we should detach aesthetics from art, but do so
carefully. The emphasis on experiences makes this easier to do. Understand-
ing how our experience of a picture of an apple differs from our experience of
an apple is one of the most important questions in aesthetics. But it is not
necessarily about art as most pictures are not artworks. So one can experi-
ence pictures without experiencing artworks and one can, since not all works
of art are pictures, experience artworks without experiencing pictures.
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Similarly, some, but not all, works of fiction are art and some but not all
artworks are fictions. We should be able to raise questions about the nature of
fiction and our engagement with fictional works independently of any talk of
art. The same goes for narratives, pictures, depiction, metaphor, creativity,
and so on.6 But, again, this decoupling should be done carefully: any account
of, say, fiction or narrative should be applicable to fictional artworks and
narrative artworks as well.
Philosophy of art is a thriving discipline with a lot of exciting and open
questions. But my aim is to demonstrate how some of the major questions
in aesthetics (not in philosophy of art) can benefit from a philosophy of
perception-based approach. In order to assess the strength of this approach,
however, I need to say a bit about what I take to be philosophy of perception.
II. PHILOSOPHY OF PERCEPTION
What does it mean to say that I aim to use the conceptual apparatus of
philosophy of perception to tackle questions in aesthetics? What is the con-
ceptual apparatus of philosophy of perception? Does it have one at all? And
why focus on perception? Isn’t this an impossibly restrictive move? Well, this
depends on what one means by perception and by philosophy of perception.
The first thing to note is that perception is not to be identified with the
sensory stimulation of our sense organs. Perceptual processing starts with
sensory stimulation, but it doesn’t end there. Visual perception, for example,
starts with the firing of rods and cones on the retina, but it most definitely
doesn’t end there. Much more goes into perception: various cross-modal
influences, categorization, conceptualization, and all kinds of top-down in-
fluences from non-perceptual processes. Importantly, our perceptual state is
difficult to characterize without talking about attention: attention is part of
perception (not something post-perceptual).7 It would be unwise to ignore
these non-sensory aspects of perception. But then, focusing on perception
may not be as restrictive as it first seemed. Further, as philosophy of percep-
tion goes well beyond the characterization of perception, my approach will
come out as even less restrictive.
It is not clear where the boundaries of philosophy of perception lie.8 If we
conceive of philosophy of perception as the ensemble of philosophical ques-
tions about perception, then a lot of philosophical questions about perception
reflect questions about non-perceptual mental processes.
To make this point more vivid, here are some classic questions in phi-
losophy of perception: What is the difference between perception and belief?
What is the difference between sensation and perception? What is the connec-
tion between perception and action? What are the similarities and differences
between perception and imagination? What are the similarities and differ-
ences between perception and emotion? How does perception justify belief?
All of these questions are genuine questions in philosophy of perception. But
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together they also seem to cover much of philosophy of mind, which already
addresses concepts like sensory imagination (often labeled ‘quasi-perceptual’)
and emotions (often compared to perceptual experiences because of their
belief-insensitivity, for example).
When I talk about philosophy of perception, I have this inclusive concept
in mind—an ensemble of philosophical questions connected to perception.
Some will undoubtedly find this use of the concept of philosophy of perception
too liberal. They can replace the phrase ‘philosophy of perception’ in the title
of this paper with ‘philosophy of mind’.
The approach I am advocating here is not all that revolutionary. Many
questions in aesthetics have been treated for decades as philosophy of per-
ception questions. One obvious example is picture perception: the question
about how seeing a depicted apple differs from seeing an apple face to face.
It would be difficult to deny that philosophy of perception comes in handy
when trying to answer this question. Another similarly obvious example is
the question about whether aesthetic properties—like beauty and grace—are
strictly speaking perceived or only inferred on the basis of some other proper-
ties. There are other examples—all major accounts of aesthetic experience on
the market appeal to some key assumptions in philosophy of perception, for
example. My aim is to generalize from such isolated appeals to philosophy of
perception and argue that it is a useful tool for many, even most questions in
aesthetics. And it is not a particularly novel claim to consider aesthetics to
be about experiences. John Dewey’s basic assumption about the domain of
aesthetics is exactly this (although, his account of aesthetic experience is di-
ametrically opposed to mine). And Frank Sibley famously said that ‘broadly
speaking, aesthetics deals with a kind of perception’.9
Philosophy of perception is about experiences. Aesthetics is about some
special kinds of experiences: aesthetic experiences, the experience we have
when looking at pictures, the experience we have when we identify with
Hamlet, the experience we have when we engage with fiction, etc. Thus,
it shouldn’t sound surprising that it is a promising avenue of research to con-
sider debates and problems about aesthetics to be really about the branch
of philosophy that is about experiences, namely, philosophy of perception.
Again, some of these may not be perceptual experiences. But, as we have
seen, the scope of philosophy of perception is much wider than questions
about the nature of perceptual experiences. Just how radical my approach is,
that is, how radical doing aesthetics as philosophy of perception is, depends
on how we think of aesthetics and on how we think of philosophy of percep-
tion. And given that I think of philosophy of perception in a fairly liberal





1. I myself used very different approaches, for
example, to talk about the relation be-
tween literature and philosophy in Nanay
2010b, 2013c, and 2013b.
2. Nanay 2014b, 101-120.
3. Dickie 1964, 1974 and Carroll 2000, 2001.
4. See Davis 2011, 4-5 for a similar method-
ology.
5. Motherwell 1951.
6. Nanay 2014a, 17-35.
7. Prinz 2010, Nanay 2010a, see also the rich
inattentional blindness literature.
8. Nanay 2010c, 3-12 and 2013a.
9. Sibley 1965, 137.
10. This text is a shortened and edited ver-
sion of the first chapter of Nanay 2015.
The copyright is held by Oxford Univer-
sity Press.
REFERENCES
Carroll, Noël. 2000. “Art and the Domain of the Aesthetic.” British Journal
of Aesthetics 40:191–208.
. 2001. Beyond Aesthetics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Davis, Whitney. 2011. A General Theory of Visual Culture. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.
Dickie, George. 1964. “The Myth of Aesthetic Attitude.” American Philo-
sophical Quarterly 1:56–65.
. 1974. Art and the Aesthetic. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Motherwell, Robert. 1951. “What Abstract Art Means to Me.” Bulletin of
the Museum of Modern Art 18:2–15.
Nanay, Bence. 2010a. “Attention and Perceptual Content.” Analysis 70:263–
270.
. 2010b. “Imaginative Resistance and Conversational Implicature.”
The Philosophical Quarterly 60:586–600.
. 2010c. Philosophy of Perception: The New Wave. Perceiving the
World. New York: Oxford University Press.
. 2013a. Between Perception and Action. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.
. 2013b. “From Philosophy of Science to Philosophy of Literature (and
Back) via Philosophy of Mind. Philip Kitcher’s Philosophical Pendulum.”
Theoria 77:257–266.
. 2013c. “Philosophy Versus Literature: Against the Discontinuity
Thesis.” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 71:349–360.
. 2014a. “An Experiential Account of Creativity.” In The Philosophy
of Creativity, edited by Elliot Paul and Scott Barry Kaufman. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.
179
Using Philosophy of Perception in Aesthetics
. 2014b. “Philosophy of Perception as a Guide to Aesthetics.” In
Aesthetics and the Sciences of the Mind, edited by A. Meskin, G. Currie,
M. Kieran, and J. Robson. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
. 2015. Aesthetics as Philosophy of Perception. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Prinz, Jesse. 2010. “How do Perceptual States Become Conscious?” In
Perceiving the World. New Essays on Perception, edited by Bence Nanay,
310–332. New York: Oxford University Press.
Sibley, Frank. 1965. “Aesthetic/Nonaesthetic.” The Philosophical Review
74:135–59.
180
